GOETHE   AND   THE   WORLD   OF   TO-DAY
we are entitled to feel our way cautiously forward and to ask what
social and political views he would have arrived at, if he had lived
to extend his thought more explicitly in this field.
Approaching him with this question in mind, we discover that
he was not as remote from social theory as is commonly thought.
The proof of this may be gleaned in many places but it will be
found conclusively in the less familiar parts of Wilhelm Meister,
which, however obsolete it may have become as narrative fiction,
remains of considerable importance to-day as the chief vehicle for
Goethe's thoughts on society and the state. Wilhelm Meister, it
may be noted, is a work that dogged Goethe through life almost
as long as Faust. He began to write it when he was about twenty-
eight and he was not clear of it till he was about seventy-eight.
If Faust stayed with him for sixty years, Wilhelm Meister stayed
with him for fifty. But while Faust was written for the most part
in great bursts of inspiration separated by long intervals of qui-
escence, Wilhelm Meister was written more deliberately and, it
would seem, was more continuously in his thoughts. Moreover,
in writing Faust he was committed by the nature of the legend to
an approach through the great individual and could not easily
shift the approach, whereas in Wilhelm Meister he was from the
beginning free to look at mankind socially and to set the individual
in his place among others. Thus while the social argument in
Faust only half-emerges and consists chiefly in a few lines towards
the close about men putting their shoulders together without our
quite knowing for whom or for what, Wilhelm Meister is con-
ceived from the start in terms of community and is not dominated
by any one person, even Wilhelm being more a receptacle than a
living person. Thus the novel serves to supplement and to correct
Faust at the point where, as a world-poem, it most needs correction.
If we want to know what social ideas were at the back of Goethe's
mind when he wrote Act V of Part IT, we can turn to the second
half of Wilhelm Meister, the Wanderjahre, and get the answer*
Here we can see what surprising changes fifty years of ponder-
ing have wrought in a theme which initially showed such strong
leanings towards a light bohemianism, with the hero content to
find his vocation as manager to a troupe of wandering players
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